“I’ve got the skills to pay the bills, ya”
-

Beastie Boys
-

Introduction
In this module, students will explore the use of FOIA as a means of collecting data, and
they will begin learning basic data skills including sorting and filtering as a means of
cleaning their data.

Objectives
1. Students will be able to understand the Freedom of Information Act.
2. Students will be able to request their own data underneath the Freedom of Information
Act.
3. Students will be able to sort and filter their data.
4. Students will be able to clean their data.

Agenda
1.

FOIA

2. Sorting and Filtering
3. Cleansing Data
4. Project Group Work Time

Activities
FOIA’s Around Illinois (30 min)

Purpose:
Students will learn and begin to feel comfortable with the process of filing a FOIA request
so they will be able to do so while researching independently. Additionally, this will allow
IMPACT to compile a data library.
Materials:
Example/template FOIA email: http://tinyurl.com/impactfoiaexample

IMSA:
https://www.imsa.edu/sites/default/files/upload/Freedom%20of%20Information%20Poli
cy%20BLAA_0_0.pdf
Aurora: https://www.aurora-il.org/809/FOIA-Requests
Naperville: https://www.naperville.il.us/services/foia-request/
Plainfield: http://www.plainfield-il.org/pages/foia
Warrenville: http://www.warrenville.il.us/index.aspx?NID=323
Geneva: http://il-geneva.civicplus.com/index.aspx?NID=882
Directions:
*The subject of your FOIA request should be determined within the IMPACT meeting prior
to the start of the module.* Possible subjects are:
● Fire Department Data - Noble and Christian
● Driver’s License Data
● Residential Garbage Collection Data
● Snow and Ice Removal Data - Grace and Ashley
● Animal Control Requests - Lucy and Jimmy
● Water Billing Data - Henry and Abigail
*Note* Don’t do police/crime data as this requires a different type of FOIA request.
Separate students into five groups and assign each group a town, giving each group the website
for its town. Make sure everyone is able to find the FOIA form and identify who they need to
contact. Then help them fill out the form, remembering that each town has a different form, so
some groups will need to be helped out with things specific to their form. Some things will be
group specific, but the things that can be explained to the whole class are:
● Personal information
● Requesting the waiving of fees
● Requesting an electronic copy
● A detailed description of the data you’re requesting
Discussion:
1. What things are easy and difficult about filing a FOIA request?
2. When would you need to file a FOIA request?
3. Why is the Freedom of Information Act important?

Sorting and Filtering (15 mins)
Purpose:
Students will learn and begin to feel comfortable with the process of sorting and filtering
their data with Excel.
Materials:
https://tinyurl.com/IMSAAdmissions
Directions:
Share your students a dataset and ask them to sort for a variable. Give them approximately
5 minutes to do so.
After they do it wrong, show them how to do it quickly.

*Really tune up your sorting and filtering skills before this.
Have them sort their own spreadsheets.
Discussion:
Before showing them how to sort:
1. Why is it difficult to find all of the same variable?
2. Did anyone find easy methods to sort?
After showing them how to sort:
1. Does everyone understand!!!
2. Will you be able to do this in the future!!!!!!!!
It’s hard to discuss this so just do a thumb check honestly.

Data Cleansing (15 min)
Purpose:
Students will learn the importance of data cleansing and how to do it efficiently.
Materials:
https://tinyurl.com/ImpactData2018
Directions:
Begin by asking students the potential downsides of crowd sourced data. Wait for
someone to respond with something along the lines of “people may not take the survey seriously”
or “people may be untruthful” and then transition that into cleansing data. Pull up the crowd
sourced sophs from last year and ask them if they see anything wrong with it (they might notice
things like “attack helicopter” as a response for gender). (Optional) send them the link to the tinyurl
and have them cleanse the data themselves (https://tinyurl.com/crowdsourcedresponses). Ask
them if they can identify the point in time where the old IMPACT team got smart and changed
the text fields in the survey to drop down selection fields. Make sure to bring up metadata!

Discussion:
1. What are potential ways to prevent the need for cleansing while making your initial
survey?
2. Is crowd sourced data still reliable if stuff like this happens?
3. What might motivate potential respondents to answer untruthfully?

Project Work Time (15 min)
Purpose:
This is some good quality time for our groups to clarify what they’re going to be doing for
group-on-2’s. Not much more explanation needed.
Materials:
Expectations outline:
https://docs.google.com/document/d/16RGp_LbQVZHHUh5KI8g-u2HlQeVUHkbBT6m7vTKtmR8/
edit?usp=sharing
Directions:

Crowd Sourced Sophs Survey
https://goo.gl/forms/N6DFf7YH4ME8wKH62

